In light of recent scholarship emphasising the historicity of caste, this paper tracks this transformation of the category 'Maratha' from its pre-colonial register as a military ethos to that of a caste in the early twentieth century. Surveying the category's genealogy in non-Brahman literature and colonial ethnographic writings and policy, it argues that this caste-based register of 'Maratha' was shaped through a complex, interactive process both by colonial and Indian discourses. In doing so, the paper attempts to historicise 'Maratha' and emphasises the importance of locating the modern history of caste and its encounter with colonialism in regional/local contexts. 
The changing meanings of 'Maratha', however, may be seen as an example of the historicity of social categories, especially caste categories, in modern South Asia. Recent interventions in the study of caste, despite various ideological differences of emphasis, have highlighted and documented its historicity and the impact of the colonial encounter in producing the practice and politics of caste identities as we know them today. 2 In particular, scholars have
shown an increasing interest in exploring the influence of colonial enumeration and classification 3 practices from the later nineteenth century and the colonial representative framework (which relied heavily on such practices) on caste politics and identity. Perhaps the most valuable outcome of this shift from the 'immutability' of caste to its 'modernity' is the rejection of an over-generalised, uniform approach to caste based on its normative aspects and the acknowledgement of messy contradictions and geographical variations in the development and practice of caste identities.
In light of these recent interventions, this article tracks the transformation of the category 'Maratha' from its dominant pre-colonial register as a historical, military ethos to the bounded marker of a caste group. The principal focus here is on the discursive contestations that marked the content and meaning of this category in the early twentieth century and its growing importance in structures of colonial policy. The central argument the article makes is that the caste based register of 'Maratha' that came to dominate by the late colonial period was shaped through a complex, interactive process both by colonial policies of classification and representation, as well as Maharashtrian attempts to engage with new vocabularies of identity. It not only surveys the many changes the category underwent in the discourse of the non-Brahman movement but also tracks the category's genealogy through a series of colonial ethnographic writings and official policy, thus pointing to the interpenetration of both discourses. In doing so, the article attempts to historicise the category Maratha and emphasises more broadly the importance of locating the modern history of caste and its encounter with colonialism in regional/local contexts.
'Maratha' in pre-colonial and early colonial contexts
Details of the origins of the term 'Maratha' are still relatively unknown, but it has been argued that these lie in the long period of Muslim rule in the Deccan between the fourteenth and
The term Mahratta, though applied by the other tribes to the inhabitants of Maharashtra in general, seems among the Mahrattas themselves to be limited to a few distinct classes only. The Jhari and Mahratta Kunbis are considered the genuine Mahrattas by all the other classes: besides these the term is more particularly applied to the numerous tribes and families from whom the most celebrated Mahratta leaders have sprung. The number of these families is…ninety-six. 8 Jenkins' comment aside, we do not have substantial contemporary evidence to indicate just how central this social category was, the different spheres in which it might have been most strongly invoked, or the degree to which it corresponded with jati divisions in the pre-colonial period. We do have some evidence that it was relatively flexible and open to appropriation by humbler, but enterprising families through military service, marital alliance opportunities and negotiations with chiefs and rulers. 9 The most celebrated example of the Maratha claim to Kshatriya status was, of course, Shivaji himself, whose Vedic coronation in 1674 took place in the face of local Brahman protests about his uncertain jati origins. Sumit Guha's richly detailed and thorough discussion of the opportunities for upward mobility (including, in some cases, Rajput status)
afforded to groups such as the Kolis and Mavlis through military service and engagement with successive regimes in Western India attests to the fact that this was a widespread phenomenon. The first couple of decades witnessed many such claims from various groups to higher varna status, both Kshatriya and Brahman, with rearguard action from Brahmans in Pune. 21 The most famous of these, of course, was Pratapsinh's successful use of the changed power configurations to claim Kshatriya and Vedic ritual status for his family, the Bhosales, and those of other Maratha chiefs in 1830, following a decade-long conflict with Brahman opinion in Pune.
As Rosalind O'Hanlon has argued, the public debate that finally secured Kshatriya status for Pratapsinh, however, brought to the fore and legitimised as acceptable ritual and dining practices that were rather loosely defined and widely practiced in rural society (two of these mentioned are meat eating and eating out of a common plate); these criteria thus enabled not just influential landed chiefs but also many modest Kunbi families to put forward Kshatriya claims, despite Pratapsinh's attempts to limit them to a small, elite circle. 22 From the mid-nineteenth century, contemporary Marathi observers commented on the increased tendency among upwardly mobile Kunbi groups, some newly urbanised, but also those benefiting from the recent commercialisation of agriculture, to take up the sacred thread and the appellation of 'Maratha'. 23 As we shall see below, colonial officials also began recording these ongoing changes from the 1870s onwards. It was, thus, in this assertion of higher jati status and ritual claims that the early colonial period witnessed attempts at social mobility; combined with the decline of military opportunities, these activities were significant in shifting the dominant martial register of 'Maratha' to that of a more bounded and exclusive community over the nineteenth century.
Early Non-Brahman Protest
The rise of low-caste protest against Brahman dominance in the later nineteenth century gave these activities a sharp political twist. The overwhelming dominance of Brahman groups in the new colonial order in Maharashtra and the preponderance of Brahmans in the nationalist middle classes have been well documented. 24 Another striking feature of the colonial encounter in this region was the strident presence in political and social discourses of narratives from the past, from the period that came to be known as 'Maratha history'. Themes and symbols from this past served as a prime cultural resource for different social groups not only to express both identity and difference, but also to imagine a modern, Maharashtrian regional identity. Shivaji's own conflict with local Brahmans in the seventeenth century over his right to a Vedic coronation gave this protest a potent symbolic resource. In particular, the Peshwai's attempts at enforcing jati difference came to neatly represent the worst of Brahman dominance. As O'Hanlon has shown, the attempts to give the category 'Maratha' a new meaning were central to these processes. Non-Brahman activists disagreed sharply among themselves over the content and meaning of the category, but were successful in constructing it as an explicitly political expression of non-Brahman protest and a social category that specifically excluded Brahmans.
James Grant Duff, for instance, came under criticism for giving his monumental historical work the misleading title History of the Mahrattas, when it contained information about many groups like Brahmans who were not really Marathas.
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One of the earliest such attempts to exclude Brahmans from the 'Marathas' category was by Narayan Meghaji Lokhande. 28 In an article titled 'Are the Brahmans Marathas?' in the Din Bandhu of 17 January 1886, Lokhande criticised the Governor of Bombay, Lord Harris for using 'Maratha' to denote all Marathi-speakers. 29 Maratha The name Maratha has really only ever been given to those who were Kshatriyas. All other people were happy to accept the name of their trade as their caste-name; but the name of Maratha has come to be given permanently to all those who have kept their mastery of their own land and who take pride in putting their lives at stake to protect it.
Our habit of using Maratha for our caste name is really a matter of great joy: it means that out very name proclaims that we are the people of this land of our birth.
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O'Hanlon has argued, quite rightly, that it was precisely to avoid such Sanskritising tendencies and the resultant cleavages between various low-caste groups that the most creative 14
and farsighted of non-Brahman thinkers, Jotirao Phule, consciously avoided the category 'Maratha' in his imagination of a rural, non-Brahman solidarity. Phule used 'Shudra' as well as 'Kshatriya' (derived from kshetra or land, to denote aboriginal inhabitants of the land) to evoke this solidarity as well as a generalised sense of pride and bravery. 34 It is important to note, however, that Phule's ingenious interpretation of 'Kshatriya' too remained iconoclastic, even within the non-Brahman movement. As we shall see, successive polemicists preferred and advanced more conventional varna connotations of the term, which increasingly covered only a small, elite section of non-Brahmans.
'Maratha' in the Early Twentieth Century
In this period, the non-Brahman movement took the contestation of historical narratives from the relatively sedate sphere of newspapers into the streets and the public arenas of the Despite generous financial support to the Satyashodhak Samaj, he refused to become a member, choosing the less radical and Vedas-friendly Arya Samaj instead.
Several scholars have noted that in his personal attitudes and approach to caste divisions, Shahu became increasingly radical with time and often annoyed some of his close elite Maratha associates. 37 Shahu's leadership did serve to bring diverse discontents against Brahman authority under one cause, but another broad consequence of his championing of the Vedokta cause and other policies was that many newly urbanised and respectable Kunbi families were attracted to the non-Brahman movement. 38 contacts with similar families'. 49 It is rarely that we see families from other lower caste groups advertising in these papers, or a readiness among Maratha families to make contact with them.
Also prominent are advertisements for a wide range of religious and pamphlet literature 19 pertaining to Kshatriya ancestry -surname lists that one could consult to confirm such ancestry, guides to appropriate Vedic rituals, special Kshatriya almanacs for discerning Maratha families and so on. One such advertisement for an almanac, published by the Shree Shivaji Kshatriya Vedic School, announced that it was attractive not only because all the major non-Brahman leaders had certified it, but also because it had beautiful pictures of Shivaji and Shahu on the cover. 50 Histories of elite Maratha families were also prominent.
Colonial sociology and representation
Let us now consider the development and impact of colonial sociological practices on the transformation of the category 'Maratha'. From the mid-nineteenth century, the development of the colonial state into a full-fledged bureaucratic apparatus heralded the construction of a much more varied and detailed body of official information about native society, history and culture through massive projects such as the census, gazetteers and land surveys. These were comprehensive compilations of information on regional social groups, customs and rituals, religious beliefs, and theories of their origins and history. This body of information was important not only because of its detailed treatment of caste and ritual practice, but also because it laid claim to a much higher standard of scientific accuracy and finality.
Caste became, in this bureaucratic project, a much-valued index of patterns of behaviour, an idea that was fueled not only by the colonial state's desire to predict and anticipate its subject population's actions, but also by the overwhelming influence of the theories of race and ethnology. 51 Bureaucratic information of all kinds, therefore, provided break-ups of statistics by caste with some information about the caste itself. For example, Dr. H.V. Carter wrote enthusiastically in a report on leprosy in the Bombay presidency in the early 1870s:
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The subject of caste is full of instruction to the antiquary and the ethnologist: it is a mine as yet unworked, but which holds information sufficient, by analysis of details, to explain many curious anomalies in the opinions and condition of the existing native races, if not to throw light on their proclivities. Kunbis, with whom all eat and the poorer intermarry. 54 Other volumes for the districts of Poona, Satara, Ratnagiri, Berar and Nagpur also recorded the eagerness with which Kunbi families were taking to the sacred thread, and the connection that some families claimed with Rajput and Kshatriya ancestry.
As the results of field surveys and research, the analysis that the gazetteers summed up about the Marathas was shaped by the changing patterns of ritual and status claims that were taking place in the late nineteenth century. In these writings, Maratha emerged not as a term to be stretched to the entire Marathi-speaking population, but the marker of a specific caste group.
When the new edition of the Imperial Gazetteer was published in 1908, it abandoned its earlier 'national' description of the Marathas and wrote that 'of the total population of the Deccan districts, thirty percent are Marathas, between whom intermarriage is permissible'. In commenting on the 'character' of the Marathas, however, Risley was not referring to the Marathas as a caste; he was referring to the Marathi-speaking population as a whole.
R. E. Enthoven, were then 'split asunder by virtue of social inequalitites'. 62 It classed them as a caste of a 'national' type, on the basis that they were of a lower degree of racial purity than tribal castes; their racial admixture was of a comparatively recent origin and the basis for their unity political and not racial. 63 Census reports for both these provinces followed the occupational classification take note of it in caste terms, in addition to the classificatory value that caste itself had gained in the process of 'knowing' Indian society.
Maharashtrian writers, both Brahman and non-Brahman, also creatively refashioned colonial points of view in putting forward their own social and political claims. 66 The pioneering nationalist historian V.K. Rajwade's writings are a good example of Brahman statements of social leadership couched in scientific, historicist language. 67 Rajwade was clearly influenced, like many others of his generation, by the ongoing debates over caste and race in colonial ethnography and used the broad framework of Aryan settlement from the north into the Deccan to discuss the ancient social history of Maharashtra . 68 His application of the theory, however, Marathas from the 1880s, but was matched by growing dissatisfaction with the fighting qualities of these recruits and doubts about their true martial attributes. 77 It is perhaps for this reason that the 1908 recruitment handbook issued by the army insisted on restricting recruitment only to 'genuine Marathas' and painstakingly detailed the 'pure' groups, the ones 'attempting to pass' and the means to detect any such 'deceit'. 78 The book also provided a list of ninety-six family names as a reliable guide to determine whether the person was a genuine Maratha and emphasised the benefits of cooks and water-carriers available to them as befitted their high-caste this experience and contact with rural networks was crucial to the Maratha predominance in electoral politics following Independence.
Conclusions
In her analysis of the use of 'Maratha' by non-Brahman activists in the 1890s, Rosalind O'Hanlon has rightly remarked that this ambiguity over the category's content and meaning was a source of both strength and weakness. While it allowed non-Brahmans to exclusively claim the regional history and heritage of pride and struggle of the pre-colonial past and delegitimise Brahman claims to social leadership, its elite inflections made it difficult for all non-Brahman groups to lay equal claim to it. 89 Activists in the twentieth century such as Mukundrao Patil struggled to keep alive this radical edge to the category by using it to refer to all non-Brahman caste groups in their rhetoric, but with increasing difficulty. The Kshatriya claims within nonBrahman discourse together with the growing dominance of Maratha-Kunbis within the movement and in rural networks of power ensured that the radical possibilities the category had been invested with during the late nineteenth century lost out to exclusivist, upper-caste claims.
Finally, the imperatives of colonial ethnography and its crystallisation in policies of enumeration and representation consolidated this emerging elite 'Maratha' dominance over rural society.
I have attempted in this article to track one example of the multiple ways in which social categories were formulated and debated in the colonial period. This overview of the discourses and policies surrounding the definition of the category 'Maratha' emphasises the importance of keeping regional histories and contexts in play when plotting the modern history of caste and caste identity. Recent scholarship on caste has been invaluable in historicising caste, but has resulted in a rather polarised debate over the degree of blame to be attached to colonialism for the central role that caste occupies in Indian social and political life today. An analysis of colonial discourse and official policy regarding 'Maratha' indicates that colonial sociology was not homogeneous, and that colonial attempts to understand the 'Maratha' category in all its sociological, political and historical implications had a much more complex relationship with the ongoing debates within Maharashtrian society, both spheres influencing and significantly borrowing from each other. To both colonial observers as well as Maharashtrian writers, the specific pre-colonial history of Maharashtra, be it Shivaji's military adventures or the Peshwai's rigid Brahmanical strictures, played a crucial role in determining how the Marathas were to be understood, organised and represented: this underscores the importance of viewing these debates and policies in their appropriate regional setting.
Recognizing this two-way borrowing between colonial and Indian discourses is not to reduce the colonial state's tremendous power in setting the terms of the debate or in influencing the larger political and social environment within which Indian writers and activists themselves functioned. Indeed, as we have seen, colonial policies regarding electoral categories and military recruitment played a crucial role in consolidating changes taking place within Non-Brahman discourse. Instead, it is to highlight the complex interactive process through which caste categories were constructed, the selective and skillful use of colonial discourses by different groups of Indians to advance different social and political claims, the many ways in which these claims themselves influenced colonial categories of representation, and the need to consider regional particularities in locating this agency. 
